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Making Paper Talk:
Writing Indigenous Oral Life Narratives
Michael Jack lin
Attempts to reco rd the oral are always limited but translators
of Native literatures and many contemporary tr ibal autho rs as
well work to retai n the oral presence. They attempt to write in
a way that encourages fe-speaking: the imagin ed rediscovery
of inAecrioJ1, gesture, rhythm and so o n. In this attempt, how

words are written becomes vitally important. (Blaeser 55-56)
How spoken words arc written is a corc co ncern in co llaborative
Indigenous li fe writin g. Especiall y imporram, as Kimberly Blaeser no tes
in the citation above, are the efforts to present Indigenous narratives in
a vis ual form that will facilitate their fe-speakin g. Mi ndful of this goal,
my argument wi ll concentrate on (h e panicular dil emma of presenting
Indigenous narratives in paragraph form or formatti ng them in an arrangem ent resembling poetic lin es. Whil e aware th at this is bur one of
man y co nsiderations in the process of transforming speech to writing,
I argue that in a number of Indigeno us li fe-writing publications it is a
crucial decision, and one with significant repercussions that warrant this

focused approach. I
In her contribution to the co llection Talking on the Page: Editing

Aboriginal Oral Texts (1999), Blaeser argues that "the relationship between the oral trad ition and the written word, betwee n story telling and
story writing and readin g, informs all contempo rary encou nters with
Nat ive literatures," w hile at the sa me time she recognizes "that the oral

can never be fu lly expressed in the written" (55-56). Her· comments
agree with those of scho lars from a range of fields, including Ota! historians Nora Marks Dauenhauer and Richard Dauenhauer who, in rhe
same coll ectio n, derail how "at each srage of the reco rding and docll mentarion of oral lirerature, somerh ing gets lost as the dynamics move

47

Michael Ja c klin

trom the performance ro the printed page" (6). If the oral text is reco rded on video, the relationship between speaker and listener may remain
unclear; if on audiotape, gestures, expressions and body language are
lost. In transcription, aural qualiries of voice such as pace, volum e, and
changes in del ivery are difficu lt to convey. Added

to

these is the concern

(hat the print version may impose a sense of fixity and permanence that
threate ns to override rhe dynamic and Auid nature of oral performance

(6-7).
Yet the attempt to co nvey an approximation of the oral experience on
the page is a goal that underlies most if nOt all collaborative Indigenous
life writ ing. This is clear in rhe textual formaning of collections such as
(hose by Freda Ahenakew which maintain a stri ct adherence to rran sc ribing the spoke n words of her narrat ing partners exactly as uttered,
with pauses, repetitions and false starts all retained in both Cree and in
the English rrans lar ion. It is also d iscernible in an entire ly diff'e rerH text
such as Rudy W iebe and Yvonne Joh nson's Sto/ell Lift: journey ofa Cree
Woman ( 1989), with Wiebe's emphasis on th e o ral quality of Johnso n's

narrative, eve n when that na rrative is take n from her written journals.
"She has a nacural gift oflanguage," Wiebe writes. Her thinking is "often
ci rcular, revolving around a given subject, and her writing almost oral"
(xi) , an imp ressio n that Jo hnso n rei nfo rces: " I tell li ttle stories so you
can see, live, feel what I am trying ro explain
it out, out loud" ( I I).

to

you. Like I'm figurin g

Decisions regarding th e translarion of spoken voice to printed page
often seem to be the prerogative of th e ediror, the collaborator responsible for th e written outCome of the narrative exchange, but the p rocess is
seldom co mpletely arrributable ro one participant. While a final decision
must be made at some point, in ma ny cases rhat decis ion is reached only
after nego tiatio n betwee n all parries, which may well exte nd to include
fa mily members of the Indigenous narratOr o n me one hand, and colleagues and professio nal consu ltants to (he edito r on the other. Recalling
Jerome McGann's argument that tex tuaJ production issues through JUSt
such "complex networks of co mmunicative exchanges" (62), the tendency of ass igning editorial choices exclusively

to

the writing parmer

may be tempered with th e recognition, as in other aspects of collabora-
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rive writing, that shared and overlapping involvement and investment
by all concerned contribute to the various form s in which Ind igenous
life narratives reach rhe page.

I. Writing Oral Narrative in Lift Lived Like tI Story
Amongst collaborarively produced Indigenous life writing rexrs in
Canada, Lift Lived Like II Story (I990) is a well-regarded example of culrurall y sensirive rranscription and editing. Part of the book's success can
be atrribmed ro its balance between poedc represenratioll and paragraph
format for the narratives of Angela Sidney, Kitty Sm ith, and Annie Ned,
the three Yukon elders whose life srories non-Indigenous academic Julie
Cruikshank has edited and compiled.
The elders are women of Athapaskan and Tlingit ancestry from the
southern Yukon born just before or JUSt after the Klondike gold rush at
the end of rhe nineteenth century. Their involvement with Cruikshank
and their sharing of personal and traditional narratives with her began
in the 1970s when Cruikshank was engaged in recording life histories of
Yukon Narive women . Cruikshank's aim was to document social change
that had resulted from disruptive evenrs such as the gold rush or th e
mid-rwentieth-century building of the Alaska Highway. Although this
may imp ly, misleadingly, that the collaborat ion was instigated by the
non-Indigenous researcher to meet her purposes, the acrual initiation
of their collaboration was rnore of a cooperative process. Cru ikshank
explains in her introduction to the book that she had been living and
working in the Yukon for some time when, in 1974, she was approached
to help write the life histories of several elders. She explains: "Several
women independently suggested that I might make a substantive conttiburion by working with their mothers or grandmothers recording li fe
histories in a form that could be distributed to family members" (13).
In Cruikshank's view, this was a proposal from which everyone invo lved
could benefit:
I could learn something about the changi ng roles of women,
the older women wirh whom I was worki ng could produce
[heir own bookle[s of family history in [heir own names, and
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you nger f..,mily members would be able

(0

pm that material to

whateve r use they saw fit. (13)
Over a number of yea rs these amicipated benefits did indeed mate ri -

al ize: booklets were published in the nam es of eac h of the elders and
their stories were dissem inated locally th ro ugh newspapers and rad io
broadcasts. Moreover, the Yukon Native Languages Project published

other booklets using narratives by Angela Sidney and Annie Ned while
Cruiks hank published academic analysis of the collaborations.
In terms of collaborative Indigenous life writi ng and its formatting for
the primed page, an important aspect of their work is the relationsh ip
berween rh e personal stories and traditional narratives to ld by each of

the three elders. Nthough Cr ui ks hank saw the project as mutually beneficia l w ith overlappi ng goa ls for each participant. initially her particular
imerest in assisting the elders produce their life histo ries was based on
the assumptio n that in tell in g th ei r lives rhe wo men would also contribute to the documentation of social and cultural change in the Yukon

over the past century. In her work with Angela Sidney, for example,
Cruiks hank writes that when they began, '(I had specific questi o ns for

her ... mostly abo ut how her life differed from her mother's and how
evems like th e gold rush and the constructio n of the Alaska Highway

had affected women's lives" (24). Sidney co mpl ied with brief answers to
persona l or historical matters but was much mo re interested in providing trad itional na rratives for her life history booklet. The situat ion was
similar with Kitty Sm ith, who also "patiently" answered questions about

her childhood, "then shifted the focus of our visits to record a seem ingly
endless number of lengthy traditional stories" (164). Likewise, Annie
Ned provided "very little info rmatio n we wo uld recognize as personal"

(270) , delivering instead formal speeches and songs. As Cruikshank
comments in her introduction to Ned's sec tio n of the book:
Most of my qu es tio ns about her yomh are met with fo rmal
orarory, with speeches she offers as a demonstrat ion of how she

actually lea rned as a child. Whenever possible, in fact, she sh ifts
the ground from discussio n of her own life to a speech. using

[his form to di scuss "what kids should know." (274)
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The disparity between Crui kshank's view of life h istory and that of the
three elders prompted her to reassess her approach. Over time she came
to recognize that the elders were providing her with material that each
believed to be "an author itative acco unt of a life" (270), and that personal narrative could only be appreciated and properly understood when
accompan ied by the "cul tural scaffolding" of traditional stories, songs
and oratory (165). C ruikshank wr ites, for example, that once Angela
Sidney was confide nt that the foundation of traditional stories had bee n
established in the ir work wgether, "more and .more of our discussions
began turn ing to her own experience" (26) . When the life stories of
these three elders were to be compiled into a single book, th en, each life
sto ry consisted of traditional narrative and oratory alternating with perso nal and hisrorical narratives and the decision was made to d ifferentiate
the two types of narrative by formatting the fi rst in p'oetic line and the
seco nd in prose paragraphs.
1his decision to use broken line or visually poetic text for traditio nal narrative is justified in terms of the work of Hymes and Tedlock.
It is also warranted in te rms of reader response. "Native women who
know the storytellers and have read various versions of the text say that
they find it easier w 'hear' the speaker's voice when reading this form,"
C ruikshank writes (I8). She states, however, that this layout "may be
better sui ted to poetry and to trad itional narrative than ro discussions of
[personal] expe ri ence." Therefore. she explains, "I have retained something closer to pa ragraphs for sections Westerners normally associate
with autobiographical accounts and have d istinguis hed th e [traditionall explanatory stories by using phrases and breath groups" (18). Here,
C ru ikshank does nOt ex pand on why a poetic line arrangement following thc pauses of the original oral performance may be "bettcr suited"
co traditional narrative rather than personal acco unts. If the decision is
partially a response to Indigenous readers finding the "speaker's voice"
morc accessible in poetic line, th en retaining paragraph form for personal stories may seem odd, especially if this format distances those same
readers in terms of their ex perience of written text as voice. It could be
argued that the decision re-produces, in a way, the original discrepancy
bervveen the researcher's and the narrators' assumptions regarding life
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histOry, with prose form signalling familiarity and co nfo rmity

to

th e ex-

pectations of non- Indigenous readers (visuall y and conce ptuall y), and
poetic lines marking the space of otherness. 1lle point here is not that
Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers may perceive textual layout diffe rently but rather that a high degree offamil iar ity with the conventions
of Western writing es tablishes a set of ex pectations regarding the appearance of ce rtain kinds of texts. The Dauenhauers ra ise this iss ue regarding
reader reception of th eir own work in transl ating th e oral narratives of
Tlingit elders to th e page. l1ley write:
the most puzzling thin g about the page [layout] for so me white
or highl y acculturated Tlingit reade rs was the short line format.
Poetry has sho rr lines and a ragged righr margin, and prose is
rectangular with a flush right margin ; therefore these ca n't be
sro ries but have ro be poems. This seem ingly trivial issue prese nted insurmountable barriers for some readers. (24)
'TIl ere are, the n, see mingl y crossed consequences stemming from the decisio n to use broken line formatting for oral na rrat ive. Fo r some readers
the result is fami liari ty, th e enhanced ability

to

hear th e speaker's voice

in the words upo n the page. For others, the outco me is strangeness, an
exotic appeara nce signallin g poetry rather than prose, wh ich in co nventional disco urse is marked by paragraph layout.
In my interview with her, C rui kshank was able

to

shed more li ght on

this decision to differentiate traditi o nal and perso nal narrative through
textual format.
MJ: So, my first question is, did this [formattingJ happen in
transcr iption?

JC:

It didn't happen when I transcribed. It happened afier
the fi rst set of booklets had been published and then sitting

down with grandchildren and saying, "What do yo u think
wo rks here?" And th e general response was, " I can hea r my
Gra ndmother's vo ice when yo u do it in these broken lines, and
I can'r hear it when yo u do it in paragraph form."
MJ: SO yo u offered a ve rsio n in broken lines?
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Je Yes, just to try it. We'd sit down. I mean this was with diffe rent people at different times. But there was just a general
co nsensus that, "when you read this, yes, I can hear her voice,"
whereas-and you'll see this with the first bookJets we d id fo r
schools-it's paragraphs and th ey don't speak that way. So, it's
an imperfect system but I'm happy enough with th at and th e
response from fam ily members certainly was always good.
MJ: My question is that if family members felt they could hear
rhe vo ice more clearly in that poeti c form , with rhe breaks at
pauses following breath, then why not use that for both personal and traditional narratives?
Je Right. That's a very good question. In Lift Lived Like a

Story, it was an editorial decision with the editor. When I originally wrote this as a thesis, I tra nscri bed all the stories-both
perso nal and 'traditional' -in a one-volume appendix, with all
rhe text in these broken lines. But when I revised it as a book
manuscript. th e editor's respo nse was that it was roo long. She
argued that if I was trying ro show rhat the ancient narratives
actually fram e sto ri es of perso nal experience, it made sense ro
usc different styles of writing in each case. Ini tiall y I objected, bur she insisted th at shortening was necessary to make it a
manageable book length. Eventually I became convinced that
this was not such a bad way of organizing the srori es. Narrarors
actually tell them differently too. W hen th ey are telling the
older stories, it is more of a form al perform ance. Wirh the life
stories, we'd often be sitting in the car and talking, or traveling
and sharing a room so mewh ere and we wou ld JUSt be talking.
So there's a way in wh ich the style of presentation d id differ.
Uackl in " Interview" n.pag)
C ruikshank's comments demonstrate the complexity of communicative exchanges that contribute to the decision-making process regardin g
fo rma((ing spoken words on the page. From her explanation four points
emerge most clearly. First, the decision ro format in poetic line was
reached in consultation with family afte r paragraph form had been tried
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in th e initial publication of booklets and found wanting.' Significantly,
the decision to use poetic line was applied, at this stage, to all of th e narratives given by the elders. In C ru ikshank's PhD, from which Life Lived
Like a Story was adapted, poetic line is used consistently for the women's
narratives, both personal and traditional. Here, the app lication is based
o n th e reception of the text by reade rs who are f:1 miliar with the narratives, and are also famil iar with the narrators. Second, the subsequent
decision to d ifferent iate the traditional fro m the personal was suggested primarily for reasons rel ating to rhe pu blisher's concerns. A vo lu me
in wh ich all of the women's narratives appeared in poetic line would
be excessively long and by implication too costly to publish or market
successfully. The suggested com promise of using prose paragraph for
perso na l narrat ives was, therefore, a decision driven by p rod uction and
market consideratio ns. Third, a ratio nale for this decision was proposed
based upo n the differenti ated arran ge menr of the narratives. with traditio nal stories framing and explaining personal ones for eac h of th e
three elders, a co nceptual arrange ment th at C ruikshank had already establis hed for the material and which had developed from her gradual
realisa tion that this was the elders' intention and one that reflects the
elders' understanding of life story. Therefore. the editorial recommendation to use poetic and prose fo rmats for t radi tional and personal stories
respectively conveyed in strong visual terms that framing fu nction. The
fi nal point co ncerns a differentiation in the style of perform ance or oral
deli very. Acco rding to C ruikshan k, the manner of oral delivery varies
depending upon wh ether the narrative is personal and rather informal,
or traditiona l and therefore more formal in style. This contributes, no
doubt, to C ruikshank's asserrio n that poetic o r broken line format is
"better suited" to the more formally delivered traditional narradves.
Yet the argume nts seem to pull against each other. Us ing poetic line
for all the narratives is justifiable if the objective is to produce a text
access ible to and usab le by local readers. If the poetic line facilitates
th e ability to " hear" the speakers' voices, then so mething of that voice
would by implication be less accessible in paragraph form. Using paragraphs to indicate personal narrat ive is also open to question in relation to the elders' own insistence upo n the interrelationship of personal
54
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and trad itio nal narratives and their implicit claim th at traditional narratives remain relevant to the dilemmas of contempo rary Yukon life.
Differentiating betwee n formats implies a fo rmal dem arcati o n w hile the
el ders' point is that the traditio nal and th e personal interpenetrate; they
are not separate. This inrerrelationship of personal and traditional story
would also exte nd to the sryle of del ivery o r perfo rmance in so me sectio ns that have bee n form atted in paragraphs in the sense that perso nal
narrative may also be del ivered in a manner that is quite formal. This
is evid enr in th e way each narrato r's sectio n begins with a Shagoon or

family history. C ruikshank explains in th e book th at the elders made it
clear th at "th e proper way to talk about the past is to begin with clan

history" (347), implying a fo rmal iry that wo uld certainl y be evident in
the oral performance. Ned, for example, begins
I'm go in g to put it down who we are . This is ou r Shagoon-o ur

history. Lots of people in th ose days, th ey told rheir story all
the time. This story comes from old peo ple, not just from o ne

person-from my grandpa, Hutshi C hi ef; from Laberge C hief;
from Dalton Post C hi ef. Well, rhey told rhe story of how first
this Yukon cam e to be.
Vou don't put it yourself, o ne story. You don't put it yo urself

and rhen rel l a lirrie more. You pur whar rhey rell you, older
people. You've gar to rell ir right. Not you are relling ir: ir's rhe
person who told you rhar's relling rhar story. (278)
Ned emphasises here the "right" way of telling stories, includ ing the fo rm ality of beginning with lineage narrative. Sim ilarly, Sidney includes in

her Shagoon a story of why rhe Deisheetaan narion ow ns Beave r: "[Jl uSt
like the British have a Rag, we have Beaver, and we have o ur so ngs-

rhey belong to us. This is rhe story abour ir" (37) . Both of rh ese sections
appear in paragraph form because they are personal history, yet they also
demon strate the inre rpenetratio n o f traditional and personal narrative

and rh e form aliry that may be shared by borh, suggeSting that ir may
not always be easy, nor appropriate, to demarcate the two. The visual
delinea tion achi eved thro ugh alternating sectio ns of prose with others
set in poetic lin e seems aimed , in f.:'lCt, at a wider nat ional or interna-
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tional readership for whom tradirional Ind igenous narrative appearing
in poetic line is nor unusual, but for whom life writing in terms of perso nal narrative co nrinu es CO mean prose.
C ruikshank says that th e ourcome may nOt be perfect, bur rh e process has provided a publication that both she and th e narrators' family
members are satisfi ed wirh and one that is being pur m a va ri ety of uses.
from local sto ry-telling fest ivals to its disse mination via university courses across Canada. It is also. and importanriy. al:t outcome that has gained
crirical praise and one that may well inAuence future publications of
Indigenous life writing. 3
II. Writing Voice in Stories of the Road Allowance People
Stories ofthe Road Allowance People ( 1995) moves this article to th e limits
of the term life writing. Inregral to the preceding discussion is th e rel ationsh ip between perso nal narrative and cultural knowledge and rheir
respective represenrarion upon the page. Cru ikshank in her work with
Angela Sidney. Kitty Smith. and Annie Ned realized th at their focus on
traditiona l sco ri es, place names and language was an effort ro provide
her, listener and scribe, with the cultural understanding necessa ry to appreciate how their personal lives had been shaped and gu ided by th e narrati ves of their culrure. 1hey meant to teach her, and their readers, that
those tradition al narrat ives and o ramry remai n the bedrock upon which
Indige nous expe ri ence in rhe Yukon may co ntinue to stand. C ruikshank,
in dialogue with readers a.n d edito rial staff, chose to represent that culrural fo undati on ro Indigenous life writing through poetic line. Maria
Campbell. who over a period of nearly twenty years collected and translated the texts that make up Stories of the Road Allowance People. applies
poetic line throughout her collection ofMeris culrural narratives because,
arran ged o n the page in lines, rh ese scories can be re-s poken with ease
and thereby co ntinue ro work in the lives of her readers.4 Like th e Yukon
elders. Campbe ll insists that narratives of culrure are rh e basis of identity.
and provide th e conceptual tools with which a life story gains meaning.
Stories of the Road Allowance People aims tOward that idenrity work
through which lives are inscribed. It is nO[ the life sco ry of anyone indi vi dual. It is, rather, a collectio n of narratives given to Campbell by
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the old men of her comm uni ty over a period of eighteen yea rs. The stories were tOld in Michif, wh ich Campbell then translated in ro a style of
English that attempts ro co nvey th e o ral qu al ity of the narratives and the
voices of the storytellers. Campbell chose to set th e stori es on th e page in
broken line resembling poetic layout, as in the previous texts discussed .
For example, the s<ory "Joseph's Justice" begins:
YOLI

know dah big fight at Batoche?

Dah one where we fight dah Anglais'
Well dar one.
D is story he happen den
an dah nam e of dah man is Jose ph.
He was a Halfb reed guy
An he don take part in dat wa r. (l05 )
The reference to Baroche draws atte mion to the ce mrality of place as
well as language in these sto ries. Fo r Metis people eve rywhere, BatOehe
is home, Campbell says in an interview with Doris Hillis. It was at
Batoche rhat th e Me[is led by Loui s Riel and Gabriel Dumont faced
the armed forces of the Canadian governme nt in the last battle of the
uprising known as the North-West Rebellion. When Ca mpbell explains
to Hillis what Batoche means today, she says, "everybody has to have
heroes, everybody has to have a place, a se nse of history, a place to retire
to , and we have no place else like that in Canada, nOt for my people.

Batoche is that plllce for us" (50). Likewise, Ca mpbell has been co ncern ed
throughout her writing career with the iss ue that for Met is readers th e
narratives available through Canad ian publishing have not provided a
place o r a voice with which they co uld identifY. The narrat ives in Stories

a/the RoadAllowance People give [0 [heir readers [hat se nse of place, a nd
voice, and histOry. In doing so, they create a "cultural scaffolding" similar to that whi ch C ruikshank came to understand as necessary for th e
understanding of the perso nal narratives of Yukon elders and if is for
this reaso n that I place this text next to Lift Lived Like a Story. These,
toO , are the stories of elders, sto ries given to help m ake sense of life.'
Jennifer Sabbioni writes from an Australian conrcxt that Indigenolls
life writing texts operace as "energise rs of cultures" (72). Reve rsing the

57

Micha e l Jacklin

terms, I wou ld like to suggest in the case of Stories ofthe Road Allowance

People that stories of culcure are offered as energizers of personal narrative and of narrative exchange. To make this point I need to provide a
lengthy ex tract from my interview with Maria Campbell regarding her
process of wriring rhe stories and the interrelationship between place,
language , voice and history:
MJ: Can we begin by talking about how Stories of the Road
Allowance People began' What gave you the impetus to bring

these stories inco a published form?
M C: I didn't think of publishing them in a book fotm until
abour 1987-88. Bur the first sto ry that I worked on was "La
Beau Sha Shoo." I was living in Edmonton at the time and I
was asked

to

speak at a conference on language. And I didn't

know how to talk about language because nobody at that rime
even knew about Michif as being the language of Metis people.
I thought about all kinds of things and I decided I would trans-

late my father's Story. It was my father that gave me that parricular story. Also it was a way to honour him because all of his life
he had ralked to us about keeping our language, making su re
we didn't lose that. And as a wrirer I found that more and more
when I tried to write, I was having difficulty writing in English.
During that time I was going through a whole period looking
at why I was having difficulty writing when I could articulate

very well when I was speaking but when I went to write it was
like I couldn't speak English. So I decided that I would starr off
with writing "La Beau Sha Shoo." I wrote it in, quote, "good
English" first and it didn't work. The story just didn't work but
I published it like that. I published it in a litrie local magazine
that came our and writers and poets and stuff put little articles
in there and I published it there. But what I did was I jUst made
notes for the conference and when I was speakin g I'd use that as
an example of how doing linguistics-which is how Indian lan guages are taughr, Cree and those languages-wasn't enough because those things were soull ess. They didn't have any guts. They
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d idn't have any life in them. ll1ey just became like the alp habet.

It was stOries that were important to retaining language and also
retaining culture. And so I to ld the story. I spoke it the first time
and I spoke back and fo rth between M ichif and English, like I
would do one then I wo uld translate it. But I still didn't thin k
about publishing unci I rhis lirtle magazine asked me to do something and I thought, ''I'm go ing to try this. I'm going to translate this story and work on it." But I just couldn't do it. This was
qui te amazing. Here r was having prob lems wr iting in' English
and then when I ac tual ly started work on a translation of a story,
I was writing it in proper English but I was losing my story. I felt
like I was stuck somewhete in the middle and I couldn't put life
•
in it the way I could when I was speaking. And so I went through
twO or three years with that stOry, over and over aga in, trying to
understand what was wrong. Why could I write this way when
I was writi ng creative pieces but when I tried translating. why
couldn't I do it so that it wo uld be alive. Then my father came to
visit me one day. To make a long story shorr, I was also srudying
with an old man and when I explained to him my problem, he
said , "Well, YO Ut problem is that this language that yo u're usi ng
doesn't have a mother. You have to find the mother for it befo re
you can use it. If YOli can find the mother, then you can be the
boss of it. Bur right now," he said, "it's the boss over YO ll , so it
does to YOll whatever it wants." He said, "YOLI won't be able to
write in Cree. You won't be able to write in English umil you
learn to do that." And I didn't understand what that meant. So
it was a whole journey. I always thi nk of Road Allowance People
as a journey, not just a journey into language but a journey into
a way oflife and cultu re.
MJ: From that first story, it rook two or three years, and then
ach ieving that stOry gave YO li the co nfidence to work on
others?
MC: Well no. W hat ended up happening is I put it away be-

cause I wrote it and published it bur it was never righc. I knew
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that. And I read it back
CO

[0

my father and he never said nothing

me. I co ld h im , "I don't know whar's wro ng." Bur he never

ro ld me what was wro ng. Then by this time I was wo rki ng wi th
several Q[her o ld men. These were old men I'd grown up with.
I knew th em and just gO t caught up in sto ries . And I do n't eve n

know whar happe ned or how it happe ned but it ended up that
was what I wanted to do . It was kind of like 1 guess a c reati ve
writer wo uld say that all o f sudden you get an inspiratio n. Well
I'd mee t these old peop le and they'd inspire me so I becam e their
stude nt. And I starred to wo rk o n translati ng the stori es . Jcalled
it trans latio n at that poi nt but the sto ries pil ed lip. They'd give
me ta pes and I'd liste n co th em and th en translate them bur
there was so meth in g that was always miss ing fro m the story. The
old men were m issing from the story. But I had lots o f scories .
Then o ne day my father came ro visit and he was talkin g to my
kids w ho were over having breakfas t with us and my Dad always
cooked breakfas t for liS. ll1 at was his th ing when he was visiti ng.
And he always ro ld sro ri es, as soo n as he was in the house. And
he was frying so me meat, cutting up so me moose m eat. And
as he was cu tting it he was tal kin g. and fo r some reason I all of
sudden heard him-not the sto ry, bur his voice . And as soon as

that ha ppened it was li ke " Bang." I gor it. And I leFt rhe breakfast
table and we nt into my roo m and stan ed work ing on the o rigi-

nal sto ry th at I'd worked on, "b Beau Sha Shoo" and it was just
a matter of ... I just ral ked it and I used my Dad's voice. And ir
was amaz ing. It was like so mething happened. I mean I could

smell those old peo ple in the roo m. And then it was li ke I was
possessed . [ red id all o f the tra nslatio ns. And rhen [ went back
to

the old peo ple because nobody would ever <ell me th ese were

wrong. I'd read ir back to them and say, "Wh ar do you thi nk'"
"Well, it's not bad my girl ," and th at would be it. But when I
finis hed that o ne I sat down with my Dad that night and I said,

" Liste n, I thi nk I gor it." And he just laughed. H e d idn't tell me
it was good or anythi ng. He just laughed . Bur I kn ew that I had
it. And I still had ro do lo ts of fi ne tuning.
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Ml: His laughter was approval.
M C: Yeah, the laughter was approval. And then I started to
work on the others and so I did another draft of all of them.
And by this time I think I had abour thirty-two, because I've
got lots of stories. And I worked on those for several years but
by that time I knew I was going to publish them.
• ••

MJ: What about the physicallayour of the text-the choice of

it appearing in verse form?
M C: I didn't do that on purpose. What I did ... when I write,
once I know the sto ry, what I do is go by breath. I don't pay at-

tention to commas. punctuation or proper struCtures. I go by
breathing and it's a very oral way that I work, so I juSt go. That's
how I let it fallon the page.
• ••

MJ: Well, because you use the stories in class, how do students
interact with the text the way it is laid out? Does it help them?

M e: Well, what we do is ... this is oral. It's not m ea nt to be
read . It's meant to be spoken and we speak it. I get them to
speak it. Because I teach oral literature, anything that I give
them, I tell them they have to read it to their family. It has to
be read out loud and they have to practice it a bit befote we go
into discussion with it. And we talk abo ut that. We don't talk
abo ut the stuff on the page, other than I tell them the process
it went through. But the important thing is, "What did it do
for your family? Who did you read it to' What happened'"
Practice by you rself first and this is the rhythm for it. And it's
not a hatd rhythm to follow once you get co mfortabl e with the
dahs and dis and those things. Because of the way it flows on
the page, you should be able to pick those up pretty easy.
• ••
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Ml: Could I as k how The Stories ofthe RoadAllowance People is
co mmitment co place?

MC: The rhythm of the language, the dialect, some of the sayings, the way people speak. I th ink in there is w here it's the

strongest. Probably all kinds of other ways, but for me that's
what made my commitment. When I got that, when I finally
got it, w hen I heard my father's voice for the first time and I

realized that that was me and I had worked so hatd not to talk
like that beca use we're taught in school to speak proper English.
And listening to my teachers tell me, "What language are you
speaking? That's not French." Listening to French people laugh
at us because we were speaking bad French. Listening to other

people whose bits of language that we had. It was all of those
th ings just in a matter of seconds that all came home for me
and made me realize place. And what that did for me was transport me. I can still see my Dad standing th ere, cutting this
moose meat ... and me hearing him , for the first time. And
it was like listening to music. It was like an o rches tra. I co uld
hear my g randmother's vo ice. I could hear all these people in

the evening laughing and talking. Like I was there. It took me
right to the middle of that. And it was like I sun k into it. And
I thought, ''I'm home." Although I didn't think that. But I was.
It was like, bang, here I am. And fo r me, that entren ched my
commitment and responsibility. I'll never be able to get out of
that. Nobody will be able to move me out of that again. They
might help me to look at other ways of doing things, and better
ways of doing thi ngs. But nobody will ever make me want to

leave that place again. So I believe that's in the book. Somehow
I think that's in there. And I believe that because I see people,
other Me tis people and how that book affects them.

Ml: In what way'
MC: I was in northern Alberta about live years ago and I was
work ing in a co mmun ity that's going through land claims negotiatio ns. I went into a house. My car broke down and I went
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into a house and Rond Allowance People was lyi ng on the tab le.
They didn't know who I was and I asked them if they'd come
and help me. And I said, "Who's reading the book?" And the
woman said, "It's a really good book. I've bee n reading it to
my Dad." She said, "Every night my family juSt sits around
and we just kill o urselves laughing and then we end up with
Grandpa tells us all these stOries." I never did tell them who I
was because I know what it's like somet im es. Bur 1 came away
from there just ... that said it all for me. Without telling th em,
they were doing what . . .. And then a girl friend of mine whose
fat her had cancer and was dying, she tOld me that her Dad was
so depressed. The medicatio n was making him really depressed
and he was on the verge of death. So she tOok the stOries in and
read them to him and she said he started to laugh and then he
started to remember things in the stories and he just felt really
good. And his death was real ly good. So for me those are . .. I
hear stOries like that and I think that the book has do ne what it
was supposed to do , no matter how I feel like I'd like to rework
it agai n. I can't do th at. O nce a gift is made you , you leave it
alone. And that to me is giving back. I'm giving, but I'm getting
back. When I hear something like that it gives me energy to
continue the work th at I do. I'm now working with o ld wo men
finally, which is what I started out to do, and ended up with all
those old men. Those old men taught me to respect the rol e of
men and the place of men in ou r history and what happened to
men as a result of co lonialism. So there were man y reaso ns why
I ended lip where I was: my politics, I was really into feminism.
It was a journey that really helped me to balance and heal, as
much as I hate those words because they are so overused, bur it
did all those things. It rook me home. It helped me find my way
home. Uackli n " Interview with Maria Campbell" n.pag)
"The book has done what it was supposed to do," Campbell says.
What beco mes clear from the above explanat io n of the book's productio n and its circulatio n is that Stories of the Road AlloUJance People is a
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work designed ro promote language and culture among local readers
who hea r in the narratives their own voices and th e voices of their elders.
"Wi rhour relling rhem, th ey were doing what ... " Ca mpbell begins to
say, meaning that her readers' accou nt of th ese narrati ves being read
aloud ro family and in turn prompting rhe tell ing of more sro ries is exactly the outco me she had envisaged. The book is design ed as a cacalyst,
an energizer, a way of writing spo ken voice ro encourage re-s peak ing.
as Blaese r wr ites, and this re-speaking is esse nti al ro the process of exchange in whi ch cultural and personal narratives interpenetrate.
Campbell's co mments relate d irectly to the central concerns of this article, primary of which is the issue of for mat, the arrange ment of spoke n
wo rd upo n th e page. Although C ampbell see ms to make light of this
when she says, "we don't talk abom the stuff on the page," she is, of
course, indicating the obvious fact that the printed page is nO( where rh e
story is co ntained, nor where it does its work. Yet the printed page and
the fo rmat in which the stori es appea r are wh at f.lci litate their shari ng for
man y Indigenous families today. And as her explanation of her efforts to
co nvey the sense of voice upon the page demonstrates, th e achievement
of a co rrect form did not co me easily. It was, in [lct, a lengthy process of
consu ltat ion with those whose sto ri es she wished to wr ite, includi ng her
father and the other old men with whom she studied.
At the core of Campbell's struggle with these tex ts is translation. As
C ampbell ex plained in the interview, she began to write the stO ri es of
her fat her and her teachers and translate them intO "good English," but
she realized that "it didn't work" (n.pag). For Campbell , th e Srandard
English of the colonizer co uld not serve ro car ry these stories, and especially could not help them return to th e commu nities of th eir telling. As
she says in the interview, language use and language denial was bound
up wid) the processes of subordinat ion endured by the Metis who, especially in school experi ences, were made

to

believe that Michif was not

a language at all.
1he opening of the story "La Beall Sha Shoo" illustrates the relationship between language and identity formation working upon M ichif
speakers. The narratOr reco unts a stOry he heard from O le Arcand , a
Mecis man who insp ired chose around him wich his confidence, his calk
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and his good looks. l1le narrative begins with mention of a "Red River
sash" that Ole Arcand wore. This type of sash is a particular item of prestige, as the narrative reveals it was wo rn by the fighters at Baroche and
taken from them along with their guns following their defeat:
I member he use ro hold up dat sash
an tell me an Frank
dats my younger brudder
dat dis was our culture.
We don speak Anglais very good in dem days
juSt kind of Halfbreed mixture
so we never understan dat word culture
But boy!

He shore sounds good dar word real important.
Us Halfbreeds
we don have much to feel important about in dem days.
I guess dars why we use to love him so much dat o le man.
He make us feel like we gOt someting. (5 1-52)
The passage conveys the speaker's ambivalence towards both English
and M ichif. It also emphasizes that for the speaker th e sound of words
is crucial. How words sound, rather than how they look, is the key to
Campbell's translation, as should be obvious from the passage. The 'd'
substitution for the English 'th' and the dropping of syllables such as the
're' from 'remember' work towards making the text easy to re-s peak in
qualities that will be familiar to those whose famili es include speakers
of Michif and English. lhe point of her translations is to provide a text
true ro the sound. the voice of those who gave her their srories which. although they co uld have been told origi nal ly in Michif, o r C ree, or even
the style of English above, needed ro be given a consistency of treatment
that wo uld read with fam iliarity. For readers, and especially for Metis
readers, reproducing the sound of the narratives is easy. Campbell says,
because of "th e way it Aows on th e page" (n.pag).
lhe way in which Stories of the Road Allowance People generates in
its reading the te lling of other srories, both cultural and personal, returns this article ro the comment cited at the opening. reminding us
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char altho ugh a w rincn text is not and cann o t be an oral performance,

speech and writing co ntinue to demonstrate (heir interrelatedness. 1he
examples of collabo rative Ind igenous writing chat I have focused 011 here
offer solutions [Q the questio n of how or whether paper can be made
to talk. 11,e question of whether poetic line o r prose paragraph best
serves rhe purposes of writing vo ice in Indi geno us life writing has no
one answer. The writers discussed here who are responsible. th rough a
process of cons ulta tio n, for rhe transformation of voice to page seem to
agree upon the f.tcil ity of re-speaking made possible by th e use of poetic
Ii nc. Co nstraints may di ctate otherwise, including pro.duction factors
of length and COS t , or assumptions rega rding mainstream tolera nce fo r
a syste m of markin g vo ice that spells out d ifference. On the other hand,
char very marking of difference can be read as a conceptual fra me or,
equally. a marketing tool which ties Ind ige nous oraJ narrative to the
traditio nal, th e spiritual, and the exo tic. And from yet a thi rd perspective, the marking of differen ce thro ugh broken line format and, in some
cases. through dual language presentation serves the poli[icaJ function
of asserting [he survival of Ind igenous languages, narratives and cultures
and their co ntinu ance through th e coming ge neratio ns. Yukon cider
An nie Ned in Life Lived Like a Story says,
111 is story rhat I tell

Lots of people tell it.
Same story, same sto ry.
1hat's the o ne I use,

What they get taught from Grand ma, G randpa ,
That's ti ght, too. (320)
Collaborative life writing, bringing spoken word [Q wrincn page and
sening Indigenous lives and narratives o n th e line. carri es story forward,
the "same sto ry" transformed. ye t working, and shaping lives in eve ry
new telling.

Notes
1 In 2002 I was able co travel across Canada co imerview aurhors involved in collaborative wriring. with the assistance of a travel gram from the Association of
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Canadian Srudies in Australia and Ncw Zcaland, and a study grail[ fro m Deakin
Unive rsity. and I wou ld like to acknowledge their supporr of my resea rch. My
read ing and undersranding of the publ ications discussed in this article owe much
to the gene rosity of tWO of the wr.iters I was fo rtunate enough to vis it and consul t
wi th at tha r rime. I wish to thlnk Julie C ruikshank and Maria Ca mpbell for
agreeing to speak with me about the co mplex ities of the collaborative processes
in their respective work.
2 Consultation was actually more mul tilatera l, including nOt o nly famil y members
but others involved in both produci ng and using such (exts. At another paine in
the interview, C ruikshank exp lai ned:
JC: There were a number of younger people who were really working
our the whole idea of public storytelling. There's one woman who's dose
to my age. Decades ago, she smrred reading from one of the booklets of
stories we had comp il ed on the radio every morning. At first. when she
was actua lly JUSt readi ng from rhe booklet, it sounded very awkwa rd- we
talked abut this and I know she agreed. It jusr did not sound the way
an elderly storyteller wou ld actually have told the Story. Ir sounded like
someo ne reading paragraphs.
MJ: That's a reaJly valuable poin t.
jC: And (hen she starred telling the stories rather than reading (hem , and
(he mo re she did th is, rhe better she tOld them. Since then. she's done this
all over the world .
MJ: Who is that?
j e Louise Profeit-Lcblanc. She probably one of the best storytellers I
know. She's a great talent. And of course she's older now. She docs this
wonderfully. But we've taJked a lot about her progress as a stOryteller. She
says that she would never read them aJoud now. She tel ls them. And she
tells chern in the sa me way the women do, with those pauses, with the
intonation, with the accent, with everything. And it's great to hear her.
She's very, very, ve ry good. So these decisions really evolved in conversation as much as in my computer.
She also mem ion ed talking to the Dauenhauers about this sa lnc issue:
je 111ey're great. h 's the same thing. If you read thcir books .. . they're
an inspiration for me. The Dauenhauers do wonderful work. \V/e've
talked a little bit about this. Nora was interested in (his whole process.
Bur you have to read the sto ries they reco rd our loud to really appreciate them . Students ca n't read them in Tlingit, but they can read them in
English tra nslation and when they read them aloud they say it makes a
great difference. If they try to read them silently ro themselves in their
heads. they can't follow them as well. And I'd like to think it's the same
with th ese women's narratives. And it certai nly is for their child ren and
grandchild ren.
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3 Ir is worth noring briefly that an early publ ication The Dtlys ofAugusta also lIses
alternati ng prose and poctic layout, but without the sn icr cons istency of Lift
Lived Like a Story. In rhe life Story of Mary Augusta Tappage, both poetic and
prose formats arc used for personal, historical and tradition al sto ries al ike, the
crireria seeming to be (he length of (he particular narra tive. W hen I suggest that
Lift Lilled Like tl Story may become a model for future Indigenous life writing
publications, I refer to its acknowledgement of the importance of traditional
sto ries in Indigenous life writing while at the same time differenriating consistently between the traditional and the personal through format.
4 It should also be noted that the book is illusuatcd with paintings by Sherry
Farrell Racette, and that the illustrations are integral, tOO, in the processes of
narrative production which can restlle from these stories being re-spoken.
5 Briefly. J have chosen to include Stories oftbe Road Allowance People in an article
on coll aborarive Indigenous life writing because rhe narradves offered in the book
are, in an impona nr sense, rhe life writing of a com mun ity: narratives rhar continue to give meaning to indiv idual li ves, as the discussion which follows-and
particularly the interview with Maria Campbell-will demonstrate. The pOine I
wish to make is that person al and rrad itional na rratives in Indigcnollslife writing
inrerpenerrate. In the case of Stories of the Road Allowance People, the interpenetrarion and interaction occur mosrly outside of the published text, as Campbell
explains. Other Indigenous life writing rexts fall closer to [he model of Lift Lived
Like a Story. An irHeresting co mparison ca n be made with rhe Australian pubIic:Hion, Wnndjuk Mtlriktl: Lift Story (1995). in which traditional and personal
arc integrally related. and in which, as in Life Lived Like a Slory, paragraph and
poetic-line format alternare. Also interesting in this co ntext is the Australian rext
Nyibflyarri: Kimberley Tracker (1995), by Jack Bohemia and Bill McGregor (in
which, apart from a single page, paragraph format is used throughout). In his
inrroduction to (har text, non- Indigenous researcher McGregor writes thar his
collaboration with Bohem ia gOt off to a d ifficulr start. until McGregor decided
to play him a recording he had previously made of an Aboriginal narrative told
by another speaker. Hearing this other story "unleashed a flood of stories" from
Bohemia covering all aspects of his life from "stor ies abou t traditional rimcs;
myths. both secret/sacred and JUSt-SO stories; songs; personal rem iniscences, particularly of his life as a stockman and (racker; stories about earlier Aboriginalwhite co ntact [his ce muty and lare lasr cenrury; and so on" (vi ii). This sounds
very similar to the storytelling Campbell describes as prompted amongst families
hearing narratives read from Slories of ,he Rotld Allowtlllu People
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